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Almost lost in the Middle 
East crises was last Friday’s 
seeming one-day wonder: a 
tough American warning to 
the Soviet Union about the 
possible construction by the 
Russians of a strategic base 
in Cuba. 

Yet the Cuban affair does 
bear a close relationship to 
the Middle East, specifically 
to Moscow’s role there, and 
to such other Soviet-Ameri- 
can points of interest as 
Berlin and the strategic 
arms limitation talks 
(SALT). 

The timing involved in 
what was said last Thursday 
is of more than passing in- 
terest. Hints of the possibil- 
ity that the Soviets planned 
to build a naval base at 
Cienfuegos on Cuba’s south 
shore first appeared in print 
as far back as several weeks. 
The Economist of London, 
for instance, ran such a re- 
port in its Sept. 19 issue. 

Pentagon reporters began 
asking for information. A 
column Friday morning in 
the New York Times by C. 
L. Sulzberger, stating that 
reports of a base under con- 
struction were being investi- 
gated, added to the pres- 
sure. The Pentagon then 
told newsmen that three So- 
viet ships had moved three 
heavy barges and other 
equipment into Cienfuegos 
harbor in the past few 
weeks. 

This, said spokesman 
Jerry W. Friedheim, “makes 
us feel that they may be 
seeking sustained capabili- 
ties in the area.” He added 
that the Pentagon was “not 
sure that they are building a 
submarine port facility.” 
a briefing in the White 

Such statements, on top of 
Pentagon reports of Soviet 
fleet activities of late in the 
Atlantic and Caribbean 
areas, would be enough to 
worry military hawks in 
Washington but hardly 
enough to dp more than 
bolster Navy claims for 
more money from Congress. 

U.S. Suddenly Alarmed 

Yet at 3:20 that Friday aft- 


ernoon, during the course of 
a briefing in the White 
House East Room on Presi- 
dent Nixon’s then impend- 
ing European trip, the 
Cuban base issue was drasti- 
cally escalated. 

It should be said here that 
up to that hour no general 
alarm bells had been rung 
within the Nixon administra- 
tion, according to several 
specialists whose duty is to 
follow such matters. Indeed, 
the Bureau of Inter- Ameri- 
can Affairs still claims it 
knows nothing about Cien- 
fuegos since that is the re- 
sponsibility of officials han- 
dling Soviet affairs. 

Yet when the White 
House briefer, who may not 
be named but who this time 
was allowed to be directly 
quoted to add emphasis, was 
asked about the reports, he 
had in hand a statement 
made by President Kennedy 
at the . close of the 1962 
Cuban missile crisis. 

As has been reported, the 
White House official, as he 
may be designated, stated 
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that “the Soviet Union can 
be under no doubt that we 
would view the establish- 
ment of a strategic base in v 
the Caribbean with the ut- 
most seriousness.” 

He called attention to the 
Kennedy statement that 
there would be peace in the 
Caribbean “if all offensive 
weapons are removed from 
Cuba and kept out of the 
hemisphere in the future.” 
That, he added, of course 
remains the policy of this 
government. He avoided an- 
swering questions as to what 
was going on at Cienfuegos 
'but he did say that “ob- 
viously, a Polaris-type sub- 
marine is an offensive 
weapon.” The Soviets are 
building a fleet of such subs. 
Watchful for Now 
• Finally, when pressed, the 
White House spokesman 


said: 

“Let’s be careful about 
what has been said. We are 
watching the events in 
Cuba. We are not at this mo- 
ment in a position to say ex- 
actly what they 'mean. We 
will continue to observe 
them and at the right mo- 
ment we will take the action 
that seems indicated.” 

That latter phrase, cou- 
pled with the “utmost seri- 
ousness” reference earlier, 
constituted a startling esca- 
lation of verbiage. It 
amounted to an American 
threat to forcibly prevent 
the use of Cienfuegos as a 
Soviet base for missile sub- 
marines, a threat of a na- 
ture not uttered by Wash- 
ington to Moscow since the 
Cuban crisis eight years ago. 

In retrospect, there are 
two. lines of explanation now 
heard in Washington. 

One is political. The 
White House appears to 
have begun to fear the rise 
of a Democratic Kenneth 
Keating, it is said. This is a 
reference to the former Re- 
publican senator from New 
York, now the U.S. ambassa- 
dor to India, who in 1962 an- 
noyed and embarrassed the 
Kennedy administration 
with repeated statements 



